
 

 

 

 

 

 

PRISONERS’ VOTING RIGHTS 
 

Voting is an important right and an opportunity for those who have been impacted by the 

criminal punishment system to ensure their voices are heard in the political process. In 2001, 

Massachusetts restricted the right to vote and disenfranchised some incarcerated people. Despite 

that restriction, some prisoners are eligible to vote while they are incarcerated. 

ELIGIBILITY 

 
Under Massachusetts law, if you are (1) a U.S. citizen, (2) a resident of Massachusetts, and (3) 

18 years or older on Election Day, 

 
Under current Massachusetts law, you are NOT eligible to vote if you are incarcerated 

serving a sentence for a felony conviction on Election Day. 

 

 

You ARE eligible to vote if any of the following apply to you on Election Day: 

 

⬧ You are incarcerated awaiting trial on misdemeanor or felony charges but not 

currently serving a sentence for a felony conviction. 

⬧ You are incarcerated, serving a sentence for a non-felony offense. 

⬧ You are civilly committed but not serving a sentence for a felony conviction.  

⬧ You are not incarcerated, but on probation or parole from any type of conviction. 

 

2022 Massachusetts Elections  

Voters will elect: Representative in Congress, Governor, Lieutenant Governor, Attorney 

General, Secretary of State, State Treasurer, State Auditor, Governor's Council, State 

Senator, State Representative, District Attorney, Sheriff, County Commissioner (only in 

certain counties). 

 

Absentee ballots follow the deadlines for Early Voting. The deadlines are below. 

 
September 6, 2022 State Primary   November 8, 2022 State Election 

(includes statewide ballot questions.) 
 

Voter Registration Deadline: August 27, 2022 Voter Registration Deadline: October 29, 2022 

Early Voting: August 27 - September 2 Early Voting: October 22 - November 4 

 



HOW TO VOTE FROM PRISON OR JAIL 

 
If you are incarcerated and eligible to vote because you fit into one of the eligible categories 

listed above, you are considered a "specially qualified voter," and you do not have to register to 

vote. If you will not be incarcerated on Election Day, you will need to register to vote in 

advance. Application for MassHealth benefits or any Massachusetts ID now automatically 

registers you to vote unless you specifically opt out. 

 

If you were a Massachusetts resident when incarcerated, you can vote while in custody by 

following the 3 steps below. (If you were unhoused prior to incarceration, you may use an 

address of where you spent your time, for example a park or shelter. If you were not a 

Massachusetts resident immediately prior to your incarceration, write to the town clerk of the 

town you lived in most recently before incarceration for voting instructions.) 

 

1. Request an Absentee Ballot: Prisoners must use an absentee ballot. To request an 

absentee ballot, fill out the enclosed application form or write a letter to the address listed 

on the form. If you write a letter rather than using the application form, you must include 

(1) your current place of incarceration (2) the last address where you lived before your 

incarceration, and (3) you must clearly state that you are not incarcerated on a felony 

conviction. Your family member can apply for an absentee ballot on your behalf. The 

form for an Absentee Ballot Application by a Family Member is available for download 

online (in English, Spanish, Khmer and Chinese) at English-Absentee-Ballot-Application 

(state.ma.us) or Spanish-Absentee-Ballot-Application.pdf (state.ma.us).  

 

2. Voting: You should receive an absentee ballot in the mail following your request. When 

you receive the ballot, follow the instructions, and mark your votes as indicated.  

 

3. Returning the Absentee Ballot: The ballot will include instructions on how to return it 

and a set of return envelopes. To be counted, a completed ballot must be received by the 

deadline for Early Voting. If your ballot is late, your vote will not be counted.  

 

If you experience any difficulties because of a misinterpretation of the laws on prisoner voting, 

you should explain to the clerk’s office in writing why you are eligible to vote. Please inform 

Prisoners’ Legal Services of any continuing difficulties.  

 

THE VOTES ACT 

 
Massachusetts passed a law in 2022 that included some requirements meant to support eligible 

incarcerated people in exercising the right to vote, including:   

• Requiring correctional facilities to display and distribute voter education and election 

information materials,  

• Requiring facilities to assist individuals who are incarcerated and may be eligible to vote 

in registering, applying for and returning mail-in ballots,   

• Requiring facilities to provide voting information to people upon release; and 

• Reporting to the Legislature on compliance and voting under this Act. 

These requirements begin in January 2023, and PLS is monitoring compliance with the Act. 

https://www.sec.state.ma.us/ele/elepdf/absentee/English-Absentee-Ballot-Application.pdf
https://www.sec.state.ma.us/ele/elepdf/absentee/English-Absentee-Ballot-Application.pdf
https://www.sec.state.ma.us/ele/elepdf/absentee/Spanish-Absentee-Ballot-Application.pdf

